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County Agent’s Notes:                                                                                            January 6, 2002 
 
Have we “missed the boat” on wood products? 
 
 When we travel the country roads and highways of Attala County, we are constantly 
reminded of the importance of forestry to our local economy.   However, if you take the time to 
follow one of those trucks loaded with long pine logs you will find yourself traveling outside the 
county before that truck is unloaded.   
 Our timber is in most cases being hauled away for further processing.  Destinations 
include Grenada, Philadelphia, and Ackerman; and specialty hardwoods and power poles may go 
even greater distances.  You don’t have to be a genius to know this is not good for our local 
economy, because the jobs and tax bases associated with wood products processing is 
contributing much more to the economies of those areas than to ours.   
 True enough, our area has capitalized on the timber industry; through the infrastructure 
that supports logging.  Attala County landowners have done a great job in managing timber 
resources, and during the last few years have sold timber at prices that just twenty years ago 
would have been inconceivable.  Forestry has been good to us, but not as good as it has been to 
some of our neighboring counties.   
 In the past, we have thought of forestry as a source of materials for construction, and for 
paper products.  There are many other uses for wood, but these have been the most common.  
Both of these uses are changing.  More and more structures are being built with steel these days.  
Wood has in many cases been relegated to decorative rather than structural uses.  Locally, we 
have not seen much of this, but in larger cities this trend is very prevalent.  In the area of paper 
products, the computer age promises to slow the use of paper for business purposes, with 
personal products such as tissue remaining as a strong market for wood.  
 By now I would guess that some of you local people with forest interests may be 
wondering what side of this issue I’m on.  I can assure you I am on the side of the local 
landowner and timber producer.  There are other uses for wood that may be developed in our 
area, and hopefully we will be able to participate to a larger extent in these activities than we 
have in the past.  
 One use that may develop in the not too distant future is the conversion of wood into 
ethanol that can be used as a fuel for internal combustion engines.  As our dependence upon 
foreign oil has become more and more obvious, we as a nation must consider our alternatives.   
 The fact that wood can be converted to ethanol through fermentation has been know for 
many years, however the efficiency of the process has been poor until recent research has shown 
that as much as 120 gallons of ethanol may be made from a ton of wood.  This compares to older 
results that yielded something like a third of this amount.   
 There are a large number of research activities directed at improving the processes for 
conversion of wood and other kinds of cellulose to alcohol, however one of the most successful 
has been the one being operated by TVA at Muscle Shoals, Alabama.  Their pilot facility is 
developing the technology that may soon allow for the practical operation of a full scale wood 
fermentation plant that could utilize much of the waste we now see from our timber industry.  
The success of such a facility could lead to the development of production forests of tree species 
best suited to this use.   
 So, we may not have missed the “boat” on wood after all.  Processes like this could go a 
long way toward making our country more self-sufficient in energy, and the source would be 
renewable; a goal we have sought for a long time.   
 All this hinges on the success of research that is not complete, however what can it hurt 
to dream.  Twenty years ago, who in this area could have conceived of the idea that two power 
generation facilities would be located here.  Who knows; twenty years from now there may be a 
facility here for the conversion of wood into fuel for our automobiles and other uses.  It’s just 
something to think about.    
